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Euphemism is a linguistic concept, which is the "substitution of mild or vague or 
roundabout expression for harsh or blunt or direct one" (Concise Oxford Dictionary, 7th  
edition, 332). It is derived from the Greek "eu", meaning "well" or "sounding good"; 
and "pheme", meaning "speech". Euphemisms are widely and vividly used in our daily 
life and have already become an indispensable part of English vocabulary. Many 
linguists and scholars have studied this linguistic phenomenon from different angles. 
Based on their achievements, the author makes a tentative analysis of English 
euphemism from the perspective of pragmatics.  
In the thesis, firstly the author tries to trace back to the history of English 
euphemism and analyze its definition, classification and formation. Secondly, the 
author attempts to analyze the motivation and social functions of English euphemism. 
Last but not the least, this thesis focuses on the exploration of pragmatic principles that 
English euphemism violates and observes in the communication course. The 
cooperative principle is one of the important basic guiding principles in 
communication. People often defy some maxims of the cooperative principle in order 
to obtain certain communicative goal. 
Meanwhile, English euphemism observes the politeness principle and the face 
theory, thus leading to the successful communication and the protection of self and 
other's face or self-esteem. To a large extent, the application of English euphemism 
takes the affective factors into consideration.  
 



















































Abstract ........................................................................................................................ i 
Introduction ............................................................................................................... 1 
 
Chapter 1  Literature Review of the Study of Euphemisms .................. 4 
1.1 Historical development of English euphemisms ........................................... 4 
1.2 Review of the pragmatic study of euphemisms............................................. 6 
1.3 Prospective development in the study of euphemisms ................................. 8 
 
Chapter 2  The General Analysis of Euphemisms ................................... 10 
2.1 Definition of euphemisms.............................................................................. 10 
2.2 Rhetorical application of English euphemisms........................................... 12 
2.3 Classification of English euphemisms.......................................................... 13 
2.3.1 The Positive euphemism and negative euphemism............................... 13 
2.3.2 Unconscious euphemism and conscious euphemism ............................ 14 
2.3.3 Other classifications of English euphemisms........................................ 15 
2.4 Three principles of euphemism formation .................................................. 17 
2.4.1 The Distance Principle........................................................................... 17 
2.4.2 The Relation Principle ........................................................................... 18 
2.4.3 The Pleasantness Principle .................................................................... 19 
2.5 Motivation of the use of euphemisms........................................................... 19 
 
Chapter 3  A Pragmatic Analysis of Euphemistic Expressions in 
English ....................................................................................................................... 21 
3.1 The Pragmatic Features of Euphemistic Expressions ................................ 21 
3.1.1 Indirectness............................................................................................ 21 
3.1.2 Vagueness .............................................................................................. 25 
3.1.3 Variation................................................................................................. 28 
3.2 The pragmatic functions of euphemisms ..................................................... 33 













A Pragmatic Anatomy of Euphemisms 
 iv
3.2.2. The Function of Being Polite................................................................ 35 
3.2.3. The Function of Covering Up the Facts ............................................... 36 
3.3 Two principles of euphemism ....................................................................... 37 
3.3.1. Analysis of Appropriate Principle......................................................... 38 
3.3.2. Analysis of Self-protective Principle.................................................... 38 
3.4 The Co-operative Principle ........................................................................... 39 
3.4.1 The Violation of the Maxim of Quality ................................................. 41 
3.4.2 The Violation of the Maxim of Quantity ............................................... 41 
3.4.3 The Violation of the Maxim of Relevance ............................................ 42 
3.4.4 The Violation of the Maxim of Manner................................................. 42 
3.5 Politeness Principle and the Face Theory.................................................... 43 
3.5.1 The Politeness Principle ........................................................................ 43 
3.5.2 Observation of the Politeness Principle................................................. 45 
3.5.3 The Face Theory .................................................................................... 51 
3.5.4 Observation of the Face Theory ............................................................ 53 
 
Chapter 4  Pragmatic Failures in Euphemisms of Cross- Culture 
Communication ...................................................................................................... 58 
4.1 Pragmalinguistic Failure in Euphemisms ................................................... 60 
4.2 Sociopragmatic Failure in Euphemisms ...................................................... 61 
 
Chapter 5  Conclusion ....................................................................................... 63 
5.1 Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 63 
5.2 Limitation ....................................................................................................... 64 
 




















摘要 ................................................................................................................................ i 
引论 ............................................................................................................................... 1 
 
第一章 委婉语研究回顾 ....................................................................................... 4 
1.1 委婉语的发展 .................................................................................................. 4 
1.2 委婉语的研究 .................................................................................................. 6 
1.3 委婉语的发展前景 .......................................................................................... 8 
 
第二章 委婉语综述 .............................................................................................. 10 
2.1 定义 ................................................................................................................ 10 
2.2 委婉语的修辞运用 ........................................................................................ 12 
2.3 委婉语种类 .................................................................................................... 13 
2.3.1 肯定与否定委婉语 .............................................................................. 13 
2.3.2 有意与无意委婉语 .............................................................................. 14 
2.3.3 其他分类 .............................................................................................. 15 
2.4 委婉语构成原则 ............................................................................................ 17 
2.4.1 距离原则 .............................................................................................. 17 
2.4.2 相关原则 .............................................................................................. 18 
2.4.3 趣味原则 .............................................................................................. 19 
2.5 委婉语的使用动机 ........................................................................................ 19 
 
第三章 委婉语的语用剖析 ................................................................................ 21 
3.1 委婉语的语用特点 ........................................................................................ 21 
3.1.1 间接性 .................................................................................................. 21 













A Pragmatic Anatomy of Euphemisms 
 vi
3.1.3 变化性 .................................................................................................. 28 
3.2 委婉语语用功能 ............................................................................................ 33 
3.2.1 避讳功能 .............................................................................................. 34 
3.2.2 礼貌功能 .............................................................................................. 35 
3.2.3 掩饰功能 .............................................................................................. 36 
3.3 委婉语原则 .................................................................................................... 37 
3.3.1. 得体原则 ............................................................................................. 38 
3.3.2. 自我保护原则 ..................................................................................... 38 
3.4 合作原则 ........................................................................................................ 39 
3.4.1 违背质的准则 ....................................................................................... 41 
3.4.2 违背量的准则 ....................................................................................... 41 
3.4.3 违背相关准则 ....................................................................................... 42 
3.4.4 违背方式准则 ....................................................................................... 42 
3.5 礼貌原则 ......................................................................................................... 43 
3.5.1 礼貌原则 ............................................................................................... 43 
3.5.2 礼貌原则分析 ....................................................................................... 45 
3.5.3 面子理论 ............................................................................................... 51 
3.5.4 面子理论分析 ....................................................................................... 53 
 
第四章 跨文化交际中的委婉语及其语用失误 ........................................... 58 
4.1 语言语用失误 ................................................................................................. 60 
4.2 社会语用失误 ................................................................................................. 61 
 
第五章 结论 ............................................................................................................ 63 
5.1 结论 ................................................................................................................ 63 
5.2 局限性 ............................................................................................................ 64 
 



















Euphemism is a common language strategy in communication. Almost everyone  
makes use of euphemisms consciously or unconsciously in the situations where they 
feel difficult, or embarrassed or unsuitable to talk about some things directly. People 
use them with various intensions and for various purposes. Actually, euphemisms have 
been playing a role as one kind of "lubricants" in daily communication and in the 
exchange of information, to such an extent that "Without euphemisms, the world 
would come to a halt because of the friction, and resentments would arise among 
people."( Enright, 1985: 113) 
The research on euphemisms is mainly done from three aspects: the rhetorical 
aspect, the socio-psychological aspect and the linguistic aspect. 
The rhetorical view maintains that euphemism is a kind of figure of speech, an 
approach to use a neutral or polite word or expression intentionally rather than a 
sensitive or vulgar one in order to set up a graceful and desirable public image. And to 
achieve a communicative goal by beautifying or modifying our expression like hold-up 
and a working girl without ever thinking that we do so to avert crime and evil 
respectively, such an application of euphemism can be regarded as a typical example 
of the demand of social civilization, the need for stability and peace in social 
developments, morality, cultural accomplishments and linguistic mastery of an 
individual. It is also held that the origin and the formation of euphemism are from the 
terror of and respect for Gods. The reason may be that god could be referred to by their 
properties e.g. the Thunder, by their symbols or domains e.g. the Rock, by their titles 
e.g. the Lord, or by partial or code forms of their names, as in the famous tetra gram 
(the four-letter word made up of four phonemes of the name of the god of the Jews). 
This theory states that euphemism has connection with religion, death is related to 
birth, and birth is related to sex, in turn. Thus, euphemism originates from the 
superstitions and totem adoration. In this way, language is a reflection of cultures and 
conveys vestigial patterns once dominant in a society. Also with reference to this view, 
the frequency of euphemism application is emphasized. The more frequently it is used, 
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of go (short form of go to the lavatory) and its past perfect form "been" are not 
recorded before 1926 but now used as:  
Dad-da? I wanna go somewhere? 
But I been three times.，，.I can't pee any more. 
(Ayto, 1993:162) 
In Chinese, the term “方便“ (convenience), was not formed when it first came 
into use. However, at present, it has developed into the lexical system and has got the 
functions as a euphemism.  
The socio-psychological view holds that euphemism is the psychological product 
of taboo with a social source, which is innately closely associated with taboo. The 
difference between taboo and euphemism lies only in that the former is caused by what 
the speaker is not allowed to say while the latter by what one would not like to say. 
And generally speaking, females are more likely to euphemize a taboo or a sensitive 
topic than males. What’s more, euphemism is far more popular among the middle class, 
which produced a good social foundation on euphemisms. 
On the other hand, euphemism is always affected by psychological factors, 
including shame, propitiousness and evasive stimulus to others. Take death for 
example, usually people tend to use alive with Jesus/asleep in Jesus /asleep in the lord 
/fall asleep; in Chinese, people use “圆寂”(a monk or nun passes away), and so on. 
According to the linguistic view, euphemism is a polite expression achieved by 
verbal or non-verbal means instead of the direct and common means to avoid the harm 
to the hearer or the reader for the consideration of social, cultural and psychological 
factors. Euphemism falls into two groups: the elevated ones (positive) and the 
degraded ones (negative). In Rawson's opinion, the former inflate and magnify, making 
the euphemized items seem altogether grand and more important than they really are, 
for example, custodian for janitor, beautician for barber/hairdresser, captain for 
head-waiter, grief therapist for Negative, defensive euphemisms reduce and diminish, 
and are most related to taboos against particular words. 
People have made great achievements in the study of euphemisms, whereas, there 
exists limitation to some extent in the depth and width of the study. The previous study 
has been confined to the description and explanation of euphemistic expressions. The 















moreover, their theoretical bases, their pragmatic features and functions in language 
communication as well as the understanding of their use in different context remain to 
be further explored. Actually, Euphemistic expressions in English include not only the 
words and phrases that have been accepted through common practice, that is, 
euphemisms, but also those sentences even paragraphs which function equally by 
phonetic, grammatical, semantic, pragmatic means and rhetoric devices. 
In a word, in this thesis, the author tries to research into the classification, the 
formation, the theoretical application, the pragmatic features and functions of 
euphemistic expressions as well as the pragmatic Cooperative Principle and Politeness 
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Chapter 1  Literature Review of the Study of Euphemisms 
 
1.1 Historical development of English euphemisms    
The earliest euphemism people used was, as a matter of fact, religious. Gods, 
whether charitable or malevolent, were treated with respect amounting to terror. 
(Neamen, 1983:1) Since the names of gods were considered identical with them, to 
speak a name was to evoke the divinity whose power then had to be confronted. Such 
dangerous practices were reserved for priests who were good at negotiating with the 
supernatural, even they were often forbidden to tell the real name of the powers. 
Consequently, priests devised indirect forms of reference to calm the spirit or avert the 
wrath of a deity. Gods could be referred to by their attributes (the Thunderer), by their 
symbols or domains (the Rock), by their titles (the Lord) or by partial or code forms of 
their names. Perhaps most mysterious of all the types of religious euphemism was that 
convoluted variety which referred to the gods by naming what they were not. 
The idea we have identified as religious develops further into many domains of 
taboo that are dominated by a strong conviction about the magic power of words. The 
most important of these realms is the realm of death, once a god in most societies. 
When death was lord, he was feared and euphemized for all the same reasons other 
deities were. Today we think of euphemisms for death as mere manifestations of our 
unwillingness to deal with it. The other face of death was birth, an equally mysterious 
and vital event. Since birth has been associated with sex only recently in the course of 
human thought, the taboos surrounding it were originally social and religious rather 
than sexual.  
What and which subject were acceptable or forbidden have varied both from 
culture to culture and from one historical period to another within a single culture. In 
Anglo-Saxon society, many of the taboos current survived until the fourteenth century. 
Chaucer's famous Wife of Bath, though apparently bold and forthright, is actually a 
mistress of sexual euphemism. Chaucer's use of her illustrates one of the linguistic 
tendencies of euphemism that was to flower in Shakespeare. 
In the sixteenth century, Shakespeare simply began where the Wife of Bath ended. 
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